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[00:00:01]

TRANSCRIPTION

TGRW: Today is July 20th, 2022. My name is Tameron Williams from the Merrill-Cazier Library Special
Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Ken Buist, former Building
Manager of the Merrill-Cazier Library. This is another oral history interview for the Covid
Collection Project.
Good morning Mr. Buist.
KB:

Hello.

TGRW: Okay. To start, could you just detail your career here at Utah State and the responsibilities of
your role from staffing to patron needs, etcetera.
KB:

Okay. [My start date was Jan. 1 2004, and] I’ve been here for 17 years. I retired in 2021, March
1st. And I was hired as the, they call it the building coordinator which was really building
manager. They hired me because of my experience in construction. I did that all my life. And
so, I kind of come in with – this was a hole in the ground. And so, I watched the building as it
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came up. So, I understood how the building worked. And then, from there on, it was just… It
was mainly going to the meetings as we constructed the building. And then, as time went by,
that’s what kind of dictated what I did for my job. It wasn’t really a cut and dry type thing. So, I
just was over all the maintenance of the building, making sure either I did it or Facilities did it.
Which, most of the time, Facilities did because they get paid to do it. But what they would not do
or would charge to do, I would do the work. And then I would oversee projects like the
recarpeting of the building, the painting, the roofing, just whatever came up. And then I kind of
took charge of the barn. Facilities didn’t really want anything to do with it. So, it was kind of an
agreement that I would take care of it.
[00:02:02]
And so, I kind of took care of that. And it just kind of embellished. I mean, there was, like, 35 or
40 different things that I did. And I wrote those down a long time. But it’s been too long to
know exactly which every one of those were. So, anyway, that’s how it kind of started.
TGRW: And then, so, can you walk us, kind of, through the early months of 2020? So, January,
February, first couple weeks of March. What are the major projects/initiatives you’re developing
here, you’re overseeing within the building?
KB:

So, 2020, is that when it started, the Covid, or?

TGRW: Yeah. So, we’re talking right before Covid actually shut down the university. January-February.
Lots of folks are planning their projects and getting ready to start big plans and, obviously—
KB:

Boy. That’s going to make me think for a minute. We were doing projects of recarpeting the
building back where the bookshelves are. And that might have been a little before, but right in
that area, that we were trying to do that. We were doing that project. We were doing, re-roofing
the building. Which we had a lot of roof leaks. We were working on those projects. The atrium,
south atrium in the old Gazier part, leaked. The rubber around the glass holding it in was leaking.
So, we were in the process of trying for, probably five years or more, with Facilities to get a
contractor in to replace that which nobody wanted to do. So, we were working on that project.
We got the wall part done of the glass, but nobody wanted to do the ceiling part. So, that was,
kind of, on hold doing that part right there. We still had more carpeting to do downstairs. Which
we had a lot of carpet left over from the other projects. So, we probably had about half enough to
do down in Special Collections, or in, got docs.

[00:04:01]
And so, that was kind of on hold when I left. Then there was replacing some of the furniture that
we were working on. And I think that was the main projects that we were doing. There might
have been something else, but I don’t recall.
TGRW: That’s fine. So, March 2020, the 13th, I believe, is about the day (13th, 18th) the university starts
implementing its response plan cancelling events, cancelling classes, moving everything remote.
And here in the library, obviously, floors two through four closed and the basement closed. So, it
was just the first floor. What was your, kind of, role in supporting those events or those plans?
KB:

Well, they kind of made a group. There was the dean which was Brad Cole. Then there was
Todd Welch and Jamie Bagenson. [phonetic 00:04:52] Todd Hugie which was my boss at the
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time, and Vicki Reid which was over patron services, and myself, was kind of a nucleus of the
group in when we’d talk about how we were going to try to implement a lot of this. And so, what
I end up having to do is go around and I use caution tape and block off all the stairs going down
so nobody can go down. Nobody can come up. Same with some of the other floors. We were
deciding on how we were going to control patrons coming in and how closely could sit to each
other. So, that was part of the plan which came on a little later than right at the beginning. But,
yeah. We were just trying to figure out… We did make a change in the front to where we use the
panels down here that we do projects down on the atrium floor. We went and blocked the
entrance off so you could only come in one direction and leave one direction so they weren’t
passing each other.
[00:06:03]
So, we end up doing that. That wasn’t right off the bat, but that was, you know, within the first
little while.
TGRW: And then, did you have any significant concerns that you raised in those meetings? And, like,
specific desires of what you wanted to achieve in implementing plans?
KB:

Well, it was, kind of, as a group. It wasn’t just me, myself. You know, we just talked about how
we were going to try to keep people away from each other because there was supposed to be a
six-foot distance between everybody. And so, we were trying to figure out how we were going to
do that. So, that meant moving furniture. And Kelsey, over the student workers, and bless her
heart. She did a lot of work with her students.
We identified areas that needed to be, furniture needed to be moved. And so, we didn’t have a
place to put all this stuff. And so, the students went through and we gave them the task of
checking all the chairs. And those that were torn or really stained really bad, we would get rid of
them. So, we’d take them to bid sell them.
And then, Brad was involved in this also as the dean about having to replace this when we finally
open back up again. So, we knew that was going to be a lot of money. But we knew this was
coming. It was going to have to happen. So, that was some of the biggest concerns is what we
were going to do with the chairs, the ones we were going to keep, what we were going to do. The
classrooms. Because Classroom Services kind of oversees the classrooms. So, we had to work
for them. And if they weren’t going to hold face-to-face classes in here, I suggested we put the
chairs in those and lock the doors. And then, that way, they were protected. Plus, it would keep
people out of the room.

TGRW: So, were you just overseeing students doing this work? Did you have any staff of your own?
[00:07:58]
KB:

No. They never gave me – once in a while, they give me a few people, they help me do things.
But most of the time, I work with Kelsey and go through the student workers that we already had
hired.

TGRW: Okay. So, can you speak a little bit to… Were you having conversations with other building
managers here on campus? Were you having, with other building managers elsewhere? No?
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KB:

No. There isn’t really anybody on campus that did what I did. I was kind of a unique kind of
thing. They did have other people that were contacts, but they really didn’t do what I did.

TGRW: Okay. So, in developing these plans, is it – I mean, a lot of folks have talked about building the
plane as we fly it. Is that, kind of, the sense you got that everything was, especially as we knew
so little about the Covid virus early on. Is that the sense you got? Just fly by night?
KB:

Yeah. Just fly by the seat of your pants. Do whatever we had to do. And try to figure it out as
we went.

TGRW: And then, going into the summer, what were the experiences? Especially as by June of 2020, it
was decided pretty firmly we will try to be back on campus by fall semester. What was the
average day like for you?
KB:

It was really, kind of, weird because our dean was really proactive. He worried about people like
me that was – I was around, what, like, 64-65 years old. And so, he was concerned that I would
get the virus and maybe die from it. And so, he didn’t want me in the building very much. But
that’s kind of hard to be over the building when you’re not here.
And so, we had a lot of conversations on when I could work and so-forth. And it finally come out
to be that I would work – I always got here before the building opened. So, it was 6:30. And I’d
work for four hours and then go home. And then, I wouldn’t come in on Tuesdays and Thursdays
at all. So, I’d have to take a lot of phone calls and try to get Facilities to come and fix things
when they broke down.

[00:10:02]
And then, I would check when I came back and make sure what was going on. And so, it was
kind of different. There wasn’t a lot of people left on the library as that was hired. They worked
from home, or had some kind of a different schedule.
And so, to try to figure out when this all took place, then when they started talking about coming
back, that was, kind of, an up in the air type thing too, you know? Because we weren’t really
meeting together. They did have a few meetings. We talked about that, again, it was going to be,
kind of, fly by the seat of your pants on how we were going to try to get people back in again.
TGRW: So, what was that like for you working, you know, from a phone? You know, just trying to hope
things got done?
KB:

I do a lot of work on the phone anyway. Because when I go and see, say, for example, we’re in
this room. And this monitor isn’t working. And so, well, that’s not a good example because we
would take care of that monitor. Say the lights weren’t working. And so, I would try to
troubleshoot and see if I could figure out what was going on. If I couldn’t, then I would call
Facilities to get a work order in, using my cell phone, of course.
They’d make a work order and send an electrician here. And then, I would meet them and tell
them what I had done. And then they would go through and fix it. While I wasn’t here, that
would be impossible for me to meet them. And I would try to explain it to them. And then
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they’d get here and then they’d call me on the phone and we’d talk back and forth on the phone.
And we’d try to troubleshoot it together, only I wouldn’t be here.
TGRW: So, by fall, students, faculty, staff are coming back to campus, not necessarily in the library. You
know, what are the steps that you’re taking in these meetings with Facilities to slowly return to
the new normal, try to get people back in the library?
[00:12:04]
KB:

Well, we end up putting up the plexiglass panels at all of our service areas so that they could keep
a distance from the patrons coming in. So, we were working with the Facilities doing that.
Facilities never did break off and go home. They had to be here. And so, they were here
whenever they need to be here. And as we talked, the building was… As the structure and the
inner structure of the building was working. I mean, like, the air conditioning, the heating,
lighting, the locks, the lights. Of course, we took care of that part of it. But it was functioning
anyway.
And so, Facilities wasn’t really involved in getting people back into the building. That was
mainly the administration and us talking about how we were going to try to get people back in.
Classroom Services deciding whether they were going to still do distant education, or bringing
them back in classroom style, which they kind of balked doing that a little bit. And so, I mean,
there wasn’t a whole lot... By the time I retired, it was pretty well… I mean, we’d got some of
the people back in. But it wasn’t going full bore until after I left.
So, I don’t know what they did after I left. [Laughs] And, to tell you the truth, being retired, I
didn’t care. It wasn’t my problem. [Laughs]

TGRW: So, I mean, did Covid affect your retirement plans? Or, was it just good timing, or bad timing, I
guess?
KB:

Covid, kind of, helped me get ready for retirement because I was home. And though I was
working, I was waiting for people to call me.

[00:14:00]
I was doing some computer work at home. We had some projects that I was working on. So, it
kind of got me ready for not having to come to work which was kind of weird. I would have
liked to put in three more years. I’d like to have got 20 years put in instead of 17. But I can’t
really blame that on Covid. I mean, I think it was just personnel problems that, you know, butted
back and forth.
And then, the state was trying to get rid of people. And so, they gave us an incentive to leave.
And so, I kind of looked at that and with the stress that was going on – I worked another job
down at Lowes part time. And just the stress of everything, we set down and figured it out. And
we figured, you know what? It’s going to be tight. It’s time to go.
TGRW: So, is there anything else that you can recall from that academic year that specifically pertains to
your experience of the Covid? Any stories, or kind of, free reign question here.
KB:

You know, the Covid thing, a lot of people were scared. There was people here in the building
that, you know, would come in once in a while. But if they even saw anybody, they’d take off
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running. They were scared to death of this Covid thing that was hitting. And to begin with…
And it didn’t bother me here, down at Lowes it did. And I actually took two months off down
there because they allowed me to do that because I didn’t know for sure.
But after it got going, I think there was, kind of, a scare tactic maybe used. I don’t think it was as
bad as what people were saying. I mean, they were blaming a lot of deaths on Covid. And I
personally know some people that died. And it wasn’t really Covid that caused them to die. And
so, here, they’re putting these big numbers up of people dying, but if you went and looked at it
every year the regular flu would kill a lot of people.
[00:16:07]
And so, you sit there and you look at those numbers. And all of a sudden, to me, it really didn’t
seem like it was that big of a thing. And so, it didn’t really bother me much. I think that from the
university standpoint, from the president and so-forth, the first thing that they thought was the
safety of the students and faculty and the employees being here. Which, they didn’t know for
sure what the Covid thing was all about either. And so, they took steps to try to protect
everybody, which I appreciate as an employee.
I didn’t really like it very much because it was really hard to do my job. But if they were willing
to keep me employed and do the things that I could do, I mean, that was great for me. That’s a
good employer as far as I’m concerned.
TGRW: So, speaking overall about the Covid response you were involved, where do you feel you were
most successful? Maybe what would you have done differently?
KB:

I think we were very successful at moving the furniture around, spacing everything out so people
weren’t close together. I think that worked very well. What didn’t work, I really can’t say
because with nobody on campus to speak of coming into the building, we didn’t run into issues. I
mean, there wasn’t something that we had to worry about telling people they had to leave and
things like that. We did have to go around. Once in a while, people would be together. And as
long as they were married, fine. But if they weren’t, we had to keep them separated. We had to
do a little bit of that. How we could have done that better… I don’t know.

TGRW: So, speaking of that, I mean, was there pushback from the patrons?
KB:

A little.

[00:18:00]
TGRW: Any stories to share there?
KB:

No. It’s just some people that didn’t believe it was that bad. And, you know, and we told them,
yeah, we understand your own thoughts about that. But as a university, we have to show that
we’re striving to do everything we can to protect you. And that’s what we’re trying to do is to
protect you. So, please separate or we’re going to have to get the police in here to escort you out
of the building. And, you know, we only had one or two people that really kicked up a stink.
Most everybody was really good.
But, you know, you had to go and take away from Covid, and we have issues. It wasn’t any
worse than that. I mean, we always had people always trying to take advantage of things. And
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we would have to be a little hard-nosed about things. But, you know, the university, for here in
the library, have been really pretty good with our students. I think we had a really good group of
students here.
TGRW: Well, speaking more broadly to that, I mean, how did you see the Utah State community as it
were respond to the library’s efforts? I mean, was there any sentiment of, you know, well, it’s a
shame, but at least we get to still use the library? What was that, kind of, feeling like talking to
people and getting a sense of where they were at?
KB:

You know, I didn’t hear too much about it. I did hear a few people wanting to know why we shut
the basement off, why we kept them from going up in the other floors. Just mainly because, you
know, we had to control people coming in. We heard a little bit from that, a little bit of flack
from that. But across campus with the other departments and things like that, I mean, they… I
never heard anything from them. I mean, I’m sure it would have gone through the administrative
office. And I wouldn’t have been involved in that. But personally, I hadn’t heard anything from
other parts of campus.

[00:20:02]
TGRW: And then, you had mentioned the stress. And we’ve talked to a lot of folks about the mental
health impact of Covid. Can you speak to your own experiences of that? Like, what was your
stress like? How were you dealing with it? What was the, you know, from isolation to
frustration?
KB:

You know, from the isolation part of it, you know, it didn’t bother me. I mean, the stress that I
felt was just mainly from day-to-day stress from the job - things that you didn’t have to really
need to put up with. People above you deciding they’re going to micromanage you. That’s
where my stress came from.
The Covid part of it… I didn’t really feel any extra stress from that, though, I guess, maybe I
should take that back. Maybe a little bit from having to be home and not being able to be here in
the building, to be able to take care of the building and take care of the problems first hand. That
was a little frustrating. And it probably caused a little stress.
But overall, I think most – well, from what I saw, most people handled it pretty well. I didn’t…
Personally, I didn’t feel like it was terrible. You know, for stress. It was different. I mean, I’ve
never seen anything like this in my life. But, you know, I’ve heard stories of things, you know,
plagues and stuff like that in history, but. Yeah. I hadn’t seen this before. But I think most
people adjusted pretty well.

TGRW: Speaking of that, what has the pandemic meant to you? You know, how has it affected you
personally? How did it affect you professionally?
KB:

You know, I don’t know if it really affected me any. When they finally come out with the shots,
my wife and I talked about it. And we are beliers in flu shots. We signed right up and went and
got it.

[00:22:02]
And as of today, we’ve had five of the shots. We’ve had the two plus the three boosters. And,
you know, I just think it’s something that, the world changes. And if you can’t adapt with it,
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you’ve got a problem. And that’s what causes stress with people. That’s what causes people to
decide to go to commit suicide and do all this other kind of stuff. And, I mean, I think it was up
to each individual, their temperament and how they handled things is what causes it.
Myself, personally, it really didn’t make any affect to me. I mean, I was able to make the
changes. And this is the way it’s got to be. Well, you know what? There’s nothing – it’s out of
my control. What am I going to do? We just adapt. You roll with the punches and you adapt.
TGRW: So, is that the lesson to take away? Adapt and roll with the punches?
KB:

Yeah. I mean I’ve learned that. My dad taught me that. You know, if it’s out of your control,
you know what? Do the best you can do. And that’s all you can do.

TGRW: Okay. And then, looking back, you know, open form question, is there anything else that you’d
like to share? Any stories you’d like to tell regarding the Covid-19 pandemic?
KB:

Not really. I mean, I have to give Todd Hugie a shout out. I mean, he was our boss. He’s over
IT up here. And so, I was kind of in with that group. And he was really good to pass down
information. I think there would have been some better communication from the administration
part coming down a little. I think that could have been a little bit better. From the university
standpoint, from the president and that area coming down, the information flowing down, I think
they could have improved doing things like that. Because if all of a sudden you hear changes are
going on, but you don’t know what they are, and you don’t know how you can help make the
change or anything, it’s hard to do your job.

[00:24:05]
And, but the one thing that I could see is the communication. And I think that’s in all jobs. I
mean, when I work Lowes. Communication. Lack of communication is a problem everywhere;
in marriages, I mean, all the way through. If you can open up the channels of communication,
things seem to go a lot smoother.
TGRW: All right. Well, Mr. Buist, I would like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your
experiences with Covid pandemic here at Utah State University.
KB:

Okay. Thank you.

[End recording – 00:24:38]
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